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Comment: Resources Boom
In December 1980, the D epartm ent of 
Industry  and Commerce identified major 
m ining and m anufacturing investm ent 
projects worth over thirty-three billion 
dollars a t the committed or final feasibility 
stage.
A c c o m p a n y in g  ta b le s  re v e a l  th e  
d o m in a n c e  o f  W e s te rn  A u s t r a l i a ,  
Queensland and New South Wales as 
centres for proposed investm ents and the 
im portance of energy resources. N atural 
gas, coal and aluminium — sometimes 
described as ‘congealed electricity’ — figure 
prominently, (see Tables 1 and 2).
Although the size and tim ing of the thirty- 
three billion dollar investm ent is overstated, 
the shock waves of Rundle should not 
obscure the fact th a t there is a large scale 
investm ent in A ustralia’s natu ral resource 
sector.
W hether called a ‘boom’ or more aptly a 
‘binge’ th is development will impinge on /  
m any aspects of society. It is connected to 
future employment possibilities, decline of 
the social wage, erosion of national 
sovereignty, the increase in interest rates, 
degradation of the environment, growth of 1 
wage differentials, conflict between resource \  
rich and resource poor states, uprooting of \ 
p e o p le  a n d  r e lo c a t io n  in  r e m o te  i 
underserviced areas, depletion of energy 
stocks and acceleration of the nuclear power 
option , taxation, strengthening of the / 
United S ta tes/A ustralian  alliance through i 
the supply of m ilitary related resources, I 
ab o r ig in a l la n d  r ig h ts , tech n o lo g ica l \  
dependence and m igration policy. If nuclear 
cataclysm  does not destroy our civilisation, 
then resources policy is the single most 
significant issue before A ustralians in the 
next decade.
The m ajor m ining and m anufacturing 
projects m ust be viewed in  the context of the 
broader restructuring of the Australian 
economy. They are part of the extensive re­
o r g a n is a t io n  a n d  r e -o r ie n ta t io n  of 
A ustralia’s productive base.
In the period 1973-80 m anufacturing 
employment declined by 155,700 across 
Australia. The table shows large falls in 
New South Wales, Victoria and South 
A ustralia as the A ustralian economy 
suffered a major structural shakeout and a 
new global organisation of production 
emerged. The continuing implications for 
A ustralia’s reduced m anufacturing base are 
profound  as  ‘free trad e  zones’, the  
curtailm ent of integrated m anufacturing 
and the development of complementation 
schemes, as in the car industry, undermine 
th e  d iv e rs e  m a n u f a c tu r in g  s e c to r  
established after World War II. (see Table 3).
/
' The proposed resource projects are 
predominantly capital and energy intensive, 
ex p o rt o r ie n te d , fo re ig n  c o n tro lled , 
e x t r e m e ly  p ro f i- ta b le  a n d  h ig h ly  
concentrated in the market. They are a 
further component of the efforts of United 
States, Japanese and West European capital 
to establish a new set of corporate relations 
in the Pacific Basin into which Australia 
will be locked.
This process involves becoming enmeshed 
in subordinate relations with foreign 
corporations and overseas markets. It 
means a sell-out of A ustralia’s national 
resources th ro u g h  a com b in atio n  of 
r e s t r ic te d  p u b lic  a n d  lo c a l e q u ity  
partic ipation , com bining with lim ited 
company tax collections by government, 
under-pricing of energy inputs such as 
electricity and gas and publicly subsidised
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infrastructure.
It is associated with vulnerability as 
Australia becomes dependent on large 
exports of commodities whose prices are 
subject to considerable fluctuation. We do 
not need to invoke Chile to recall how large 
in ternational corporations with massive 
investm ents can destabilise the economy 
and politics.
Associated with th is process of dependent 
integration has been the increasing tying in 
of the larger sectors of local capital with 
fo re ig n  c o rp o ra t io n s  a n d  f in a n c ia l  
institutions. It is no longer possible to 
identify a powerful, independent and 
cohesive national bourgeoisie, although 
c o n f lic ts  over In d u s try  A s s is ta n c e  
C om m ission  reco m m en d a tio n s reveal 
continuing pressures from sections of 
manuifacturing employers in the south­
eastern states.
In seeking to better express aspirations for 
A u s tra lia n  independence  th e  lab o u r 
movement does not greatly risk becoming 
su b se rv ien t to local cap ita l. R ad ica l 
nationalism , encompassing both national 
independence and enriched democratic 
rights are key elements in a popular 
response to the progressive erosion of our 
national sovereignty and capacity to 
actively shape society to meet social needs.
If one side of the development coin is 
international integration, the other is 
domestic fragm entation and division.
The unevenness of national economic 
development within and between states is 
creating stra in s on federal/state  relations 
and on relations between resource rich and 
resource poor states. Speaking of the 
pressures on national economic planning, 
K a th a r i n e  W e s t, a n  a u t h o r  a n d  
commentator on the conservative parties, 
said on an  ABC Background Briefing 
programme last year:-
‘....the areas that the States want 
increased powers in are crucial areas, areas 
of vital importance to sound national 
economic m anagement, areas like export 
controls, exchange and interest rates, equity  
requirements about the balance between 
foreign and local investm ent in resource 
industries, areas like domestic protection 
versus foreign imports. These are o f 
fundam ental importance to the overall 
question o f national economic stability....’.
I t m ight be added th a t not only m ay the 
states like such powers; transnational 
corporations would not object to the states 
acquiring them.
The disparities between resource rich 
states and the relatively resource poor states 
is resulting in a gradual shift of population, 
wealth and power towards Queensland and 
Western A ustralia. Associated with th is are 
the claims by premiers Bjelke-Petersen and 
Court of their states ownership of m ineral 
resources.
D esp ite  th e  fe d e ra l g o v e rn m e n t’s 
constitutional powers over exports and the 
operation of foreign companies in A ustralia, 
we have witnessed a partial surrender by the 
federal authority to state parochialism. In 
1978 even the N ational Country P arty  leader 
Anthony was compelled in his capacity as 
M inister for Trade and Resources to back 
down on attem pts to extend federal 
in v o lv em en t in  co n tra c t n eg o tia tio n  
between foreign buyers and A ustralian 
p ro d u c e rs .  S ta te  g o v e rn m e n ts  a re  
increasingly claiming ownership of mineral 
resources and the right to control the 
conditions and scale of exploitation and the 
revenue realised from their sale.
At the sam e time th a t the federal 
government is w ithdraw ing from traditional 
areas of responsibility, state governments 
are quite unequal in their capacity to m atch 
the loss of funds by increasing their own 
contributions.
T he problem s for V ic to ria , S outh  
A ustralia and Tasm ania loom large. These 
resource poor states face under ‘new 
fe d e ra lis m ’ in c re a s e d  f in a n c ia l  r e s ­
ponsibilities from a declining revenue base. 
Social w age ex p en d itu re  in  h e a lth , 
education and transport is declining in real 
terms. In order to try and offset these 
disadvantages, poorer states are most 
susceptible to pressures from the corporate 
sector for infrastructure subsidies and 
energy supplies a t below bargain basem ent 
prices to win investm ent for the limited 
resource projects they can oversee.
Financing of infrastructure programmes 
has led the states to borrow from both 
domestic and overseas markets. The 
competition for funds on the domestic 
capital m arket is directly affecting home 
buyers and sm aller businesses by increasing 
interest rates and restricting funds. The
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V ic to r i a n  a n d  N ew  S o u th  W a le s  
g o v e rn m e n ts  a re  c o m m itt in g  su ch  
u n p re c e d e n te d  su m s fo r e le c tr ic ity  
generation and the longer term repaym ent of 
capital and interest, th a t other areas of 
public spending threaten to be drastically 
curbed.
Employment will suffer as the states seek 
to dispense with ‘non-essential’ public 
services. Efforts to change the formula for 
commonwealth grants to the states are 
a lready  evident now th a t previously 
advantaged, developing states have access 
to a larger independent income base through 
royalty paym ents and state charges.
Resource rich states are also vocal 
supporters of dism antling the national 
protective barriers in order to promote freer 
access to the world m arket for m ineral and 
energy exports. Such a reduction in effective 
protection would strongly im pact New South 
Wales,Victoria and South A ustralia. (See 
table on tariff protection). Inevitable 
pressures for rapid expansion of imports 
arising from the income generated from 
uncoordinated resource development will 
harm  traditional m anufacturing states and 
A u s t r a l ia ’s o v e ra ll p ro d u c tiv e  an d  
employment base.
The ‘resources boom’ promises few jobs - 
especially for women. According to the 
Departm ent of Labor Advisory Cttee 
(D O L A C ), c o m p r i s i n g  s t a t e  a n d  
commonwealth government departm ents, 
the demand for skilled labour directly 
generated by major resource projects would 
increase at an  annual rate of 7000 during 
1980-83. This increase would be distributed 
across three key trade groups - 4,000 metal 
workers, 2,000 from the electrical trades and
1,000 building workers.
Other estim ates of the direct labour 
r e q u ir e m e n ts  g e n e ra te d  by  o n -s ite  
construction and production and off-site 
lab o u r requ ired  to supp ly  m a te r ia ls , 
equipment and fabricated products, and the 
provision of infrastructure, vary between the 
Dept of Employment and Youth A ffairs’ 
estim ates of 60,000 by 1985 and the more 
modest estim ate of 37,000 extra new jobs by 
1984 made by the Melbourne Institu te of 
Applied Economic and Social Research.
It is m anifestly clear th a t the direct 
employment effects of the boom will be small 
and th a t as the balance shifts from 
construction to production the direct 
employment boost will probably decline to a 
perm anent workforce of between 12-20,000 
people, some of whom will live in isolated 
areas. As the table dem onstrates starkly, the 
m ining sector does not employ m any people, 
(see Table 5).
We face then a pattern  of development in 
which in te rn a tio n a l corporate control 
increases as the economy gears up for large 
scale resource processing for export. Most of 
the surplus generated by these projects will 
be privately appropriated, the bulk of it 
overseas, while the investm ent costs are 
increasingly  being socialised through 
taxation concessions, infrastructure and 
export incentives. As a result public 
expenditure to satisfy social needs will be 
reduced further. Some will benefit from this 
process as super profits are recorded. 
Requirements for skilled labour will blow out 
wage differentials. If they wished, resource 
rich states could outlay funds for social 
needs. Yet the overall process is one of 
international integration and national 
disintegration and divisiveness.
Within the federal bureaucracy there are 
argum ents as to the m anner of best 
m anaging the boom. Treasury would like to 
slow the projected ra te of development to 
reduce the feared spread of higher wages 
paid to skilled labour. In addition Treasury 
is concerned a t the degree of public sector 
subsidisation of resource development and 
has urged th a t developers be compelled to 
pay for some industrial infrastructure costs 
borne by the state and for social expenses 
created by investm ent projects in remote 
areas. Perhaps conscious of the political fall­
out th a t will grow as massive profits are 
made, Treasury supports a resource rent tax, 
which would also have the effect of 
enhancing governm ent revenue a t a time 
when the oil levy declined.
There is considerable discussion about the 
size of the balance of paym ents surplus 
likely  to be g en e ra ted  by resource 
development and the subsequent pressures 
for still further penetration of the A ustralian 
m arket by imports. While generally agreed 
th a t a sizable surplus can be» expected by the 
m id e ig h ties , som e sec tions of the
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bureaucracy add the cautionary warning 
th a t corporate m anipulation, through such 
practices as transfer pricing which is rife in 
vertically integrated industries such as the 
bauxite/alum ina/alum inium  group, will 
lessen the surplus available for potential 
redistribution. The increased levels of 
foreign ownership are associated with a 
large rise on the ‘invisibles’ account as 
transporters, insurers, and lenders are 
located abroad and  repatriation of profits 
and borrowing by foreign-owned companies 
increases.
Within the A ustralian Labor Party  much 
of the public running has been made by the 
resources shadow m inister Paul Keating. 
For Keating the task  of government policy 
will be to redistribute the surplus generated 
by the expanded export volumes in order to 
improve living standards and create jobs. 
Some of the specific planks of this position 
include the dem and for a resource rent tax to 
cream the surplus, m axim ising Australian, 
ownership in joint ventures with foreign 
capital and realistic user pay rates for 
energy inputs and  infrastructure. These 
proposals have a potentially wide appeal 
and can be presented in a demagogic 
m anner as an  attem pt to take on the big 
corporations. In practice they are essentially 
intended to m anage the boom in a socially 
more acceptable way. As yet the Labor Party  
spokesmen have low-keyed any commitment 
to a viable and diverse m anufacturing base 
capable of sustain ing employment and 
enhancing A ustra lia’s national sovereignty. 
Restructuring on corporate criteria is largely 
unchallenged.
For the labour movement an  alternative 
development strategy is needed. This may 
embrace some specific policies advocated by 
Keating but its scope cannot be confined to 
distributional questions. Concern for the 
type, pace, extent, control, degree of 
processing, employment effects and social 
and environm ental factors associated with
resource development requires intervention 
in the supply side of the economy. An 
alternative development policy cannot be 
based on rejecting resource exploitation as 
such or appealing to a myopic vision of 
A ustralia locked out from the world hiding 
behind high protective barriers.
Four key aspects of an  alternative policy 
are the needs to enhance our national 
sovereignty, expand public ownership and 
control of the economy, maximise the social 
benefits while m inim ising the costs of 
resource development and progressively 
enrich democratic rights and control. These 
can be consistent with a strong m ining 
sector and a vigorous range of exporting 
industries so long as they are alongside a 
diverse range of m anufacturing industries. 
It implies a strong bargaining stance by 
A ustralia and a use of our natural 
advantages to generate new m anufacturing 
industries in such socially useful areas as 
sh ip b u ild in g  and  rep a ir, an d  public 
transport rolling stock.
W inning support for this will not be easy. 
A ustralians have been bombarded with the 
claim th a t resources development requires 
massive foreign capital and know-how. On 
the other hand the degree of foreign 
penetration of the economy and the 
repatriation of vast profits troubles many. 
There is considerable unease a t the way in 
which external forces are reshaping our 
society.
T h e  r e s o u r c e s  b o o m  c o n t a i n s  
contradictory elements. Some who fight 
vigorously for a bigger slice of the resources 
cake are imbued with the development ethos 
and disregard the social costs. Others who 
appreciate the social costs are blind to the 
fears by workers of the loss of their jobs. 
Cohesion will be elusive. However, whatever 
the difficulties the labour movement must 
seek  a m ass  re sp o n se  to re so u rce  
development and its ramifications.
— M .T ., M ay 1981.
Table 1
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Total Investment in Mining & Manufacturing Projects by State 
December 1980 — $m.
State Mining Manufacturing Total
Percentage 
of Total
New South Wales 3890 3340 7230 21.6
Victoria 1530 1240 2770 8.3
Queensland 5990 2800 8790 26.3
West Australia 8450 2040 10490 31.4
South Australia 2330 310 2640 7.9
Tasmania 70 590 660 1.9
N. Territory 790 10 800 2.4
TOTAL 23050 10330 33380 100.0
Source: Dept of Industry & Commerce — Survey 
of Major Manufacturing & Mining Investment 
Projects, December 1980.
Table 2.
Aggregate estimated remaining costs of projects listed by developers as at 'committed' or final 
feasibility' stages, mining and manufacturing by commodity groups, December 1980.
Commodity Group Value (SM) %
Oil and Gas 8,970 26.9
Coal 9,310 27.9
Base metals (including Aluminium 
Alumina, Bauxite) 7,590 22.7
Iron Ore 2,450 7.3
Chemicals, Petroleum and 
Coal Products 1,160 3.5
Uranium 1,220 3.7
Paper and Paper products 530 1.6
Others 2,150 6.4
Total 33,380 100.0
Source: Department of Industry and Commerce
Table 3
Employment change by state 
1973 — 1980 (’000’s)
C O M  
& industry sector
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INDUSTRY SECTOR NSW VIC QLD SA WA TAS ^UST
Forestry, fishing, hunting -0.1 - -0.3 -0.2 0.4 0.1 -
Mining 3a0 -0.5 3.5 0.4 3.0 -0.2 8.8
Manufacturing -64.4 -59.7 -6.4 -21.8 1.9 -3.4 -155.7
Electricity, gas, water 2.8 2.3 2.8 -0.3 1.9 - 9.8
Construction -19.5 -7.5 -9.3 -3.8 -4.3 0.3 -47.3
Wholesale & retail trade 6.0 14.5 12.0 -1.0 5.7 0.5 39.5
Transport & storage 7.3 4.6 3.9 -0.3 0.8 -0 .6 15.4
Communication 0.8 1.0 2.3 1.0 -0.2 - 5.4
Finance, business services, etc 19.3 10.8 3.3 3.7 5.1 1.8 45.8
Public admin., defence 11.0 10.5 6.1 3.9 5.4 1.9 48.2
Community services 62.9 65.2 35.1 25.6 27.7 8.0 231.6
Entertainment, recreation, etc 12.9 2.3 6.9 3.9 1.1 1.3 28.8
Total 42.0 43.5 
Table 5
59.9 11.1 48.5 9.7 231.
Table 4.
Effective Protection rates for 
Manufacturing Industry by State.
Australia’s structural change
Changes in the percentage distribution of 
employment across industry sectors in Australia, 
1911 to 1978
Victoria 32%
South Australia 31%
New South Wales 26%
Queensland 17%
Western Australia 17%
Tasmania 17%
Source: 1AC
INDUSTRY 1911 1931 1951 1971 1978
Rural 25 26 14 7.9 6.3
Mining 6 2 2 1.5 1.3
Manufacturing 21 18 29 24.2 21.3
Services 48 54 55 66.6 71.1
Total 100.0 100 100 100.0 100.0
S o u rce: 1911-76: In d u s tr ie s  A ss is ta n c e  
Commission, Structural Change in Australia, 
1978;
1978: Australian Bureau o f  Statistics, The Labour 
Force Australia 1978 (6204.0)
